President Peter Mutharika on April 14th announced that the landlocked country would implement a 21‐day lockdown to contain the spread of the coronavirus. In a televised national address, Mutharika said the lockdown will be effective from April 18th and will end on May 9th.

The head of state said Malawi would require about Kwacha 150bn (about \$200m) for the implementation of a national Covid‐19 preparedness and response plan.

Mutharika declared a state of emergency on March 23rd to combat the virus, closing schools until further notice. When the first case was declared on April 2nd, Malawi announced the closure of all schools countrywide and restricted public gatherings to no less than 50 people. Local government councils across the country also announced measures such as the closure of bars, banning weddings and public gatherings.

Individual traders in Malawi took to the streets on April 16th protesting against the lockdown, vowing to disregard it. In Ndirande township in the commercial capital Blantyre, vendors at the country\'s largest market said the lockdown order would be devastating. Chancy Widoni, chairman of a 5,000‐strong vendor group, said, "If we close the market for even one day, then we will not be able to feed our families."

Meanwhile, the High Court on April 17th temporarily barred the government from implementing the 21‐day lockdown following a petition by a human rights group. The Human Rights Defenders Coalition (HRDC) said its action was based on the government\'s failure to announce any measures to cushion the poor during the lockdown.

Malawi is one of the poorest countries on the continent where more than half of the population live below the poverty threshold.

President Peter Mutharika said in a statement on April 4th he had ordered the treasury to cut his own salary and the wages of his ministers and deputy ministers by 10% for three months to help fund the fight against the coronavirus. "Government will take measures to protect jobs and incomes, protect businesses and ensure continuity of the supply chain and the survival of the economy," he said in a statement. He also directed the Malawi Energy Regulatory Authority (MERA) to reduce fuel prices with immediate effect in order to "reduce transport costs" and cushion the poor. Mutharika also announced the opening of new testing centres for Covid‐19 and the recruitment by the Health Ministry of 2,000 extra staff. *(*© *AFP 4,14,16,17/4 2020; Nyasa Times website 4/4)*
